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CHURCH FOUNDATIONS BY ENTIRE VILLAGES (13TH–16TH C.)
A SHORT NOTE
In his book Ohridska slikarska skola XV veka, Beograd 1980, Gojko Suboti}
published three dedicatory church inscriptions, which refer to instances of the collec-
tive patronage of entire villages. Some remarks on the content of these inscriptions will
be provided as will parallel examples from the late Byzantine period and the first centu-
ries of the Ottoman occupation.
In his fundamental study Ohridska slikarska skola XV veka, Beograd 1980,
Gojko Suboti} analyzed the iconography and style of the painted decoration of a great
number of churches thus bringing to light the artistic developments in the region of
Ohrid during the 15th century. Among the dedicatory church inscriptions included in
his book, a small number testifies to the collective patronage of entire villages.
During the decade of 1450–1460, for example, the great town (Veliki varo{),
i.e. Ohrid, undertook the decoration of the small rock-cut church of Sveti Stefan
Pancir, near the village of Gorica in the district of Ohrid along with three neighbor-
ing villages, [ipogno, Gorica and Konsko1 (Fig.1 ) .The church of the Prophet Elijah
at Dolgaec was erected and decorated with the funds of the inhabitants, both small
and great (mali i veliki), of the village Dolgaec in the year 1454/14552 (Fig.2 ) .
The collective patronage mentioned in the donor inscription of the church of
the Ascension of Christ in the village of Lesko(v)ec, whose decoration was com-
pleted in 1461/62, is somewhat different. The erection and painting of the church
was accomplished through the contribution of “the most honorable householders,
small and great, of the village of Lesko(v)ec”( tou enthmotaton oikodespoton
mikrijk ( a i)m e g alouj tou cor‰iŠou Leskobetz). Twenty-two names of village resi-
dents with their patronymic follow, their mainly Slavic names written with Greek
letters. The first donor listed, who apparently belongs to the “great”, that is, those
who probably contributed a larger amount of money toward the execution of the
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1 G. Suboti}, Ohridska slikarska {kola XV veka, Beograd 1980, 76–78, 200, esp. 76, drawing 54.
2 Ibid., 52–58, 197–198, esp. 52, 54, drawing 30.erection and painting of the church, is depicted with his wife in the lower register of
the south wall near the entrance. As m a l l -scale kneeling figure represented on the
west wall at the feet of Saint Constantine is most likely identified as the priest Peter,
who is next on the list of donors.3
Examples of the collective patronage of entire villages, in a variety of alterna-
tives are found in the countryside of both the Byzantine and Latin-or-Venetian-held
regions during the late Byzantine period. This practice will continue into the
post-Byzantine years. In some cases all villagers are referred to by name, as for ex-
ample in the church of the Archangel Michael at Polemitas of Mesa Mani,4 where
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3 Ibid., 93–104, 202–204, esp. 95, drawings 72–74, 78, 80, figs. 67–68. A collective sponsorship
is also reflected in the inscriptions of the church of the Koimesis at Velestovo (1444 and 1450/51), ibid.,
61–69, 198–199, esp. 61–63, drawings 38, 40. On the social structure of the village in medieval Serbia
see recently, L. Maksimovi} et M. Popovi}, Les villages en Serbie medievale, edd. J. Lefort, C. Morrisson
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ston Polemita thj Manhj kai thj Xrusafitissaj, Lakonikai Spoudai 6 (1982) 44–45, fig.1 .A.
Philippidis-Braat, Inscriptions du IXe au XVe siecle, in: D. Feissel — A. Philippidis-Braat, Inventaires en
vue d’un receuil des inscriptions historiques de Byzance. III. Inscriptions du Peloponnese (a l’exception
de Mistra), Travaux et Memoires 9 (1985) 314–317, no. 57, pl. XVI. S. Kalopissi-Verti, Dedicatory In-
scriptions and Donor Portraits in Thirteenth-Century Churches of Greece (VTIB 5) Vienna 1992, 71–74,
no. 21, fig. 37. Cf. recently A. Avramea, Les villages de Thessalie, de Grece Centrale et du Peloponnese
(Ve–XIVe siecle), edd. Lefort, Morrisson et Sodini, Les villages op. cit., 221.
Fig.1 .Gorica, Sv. Stefan Pancir, dedicatory inscription (1450–60) (after G. Suboti},
Ohridska slikarska {kola XV veka, Beograd 1980, drawing 54)the dedicatory inscription of 1278 tallies about thirty names of farmers and their
families as well as their donations of land, olives, gardens, etc.5
According to a letter issued in approximately the mid-thirteenth century on be-
half of all the inhabitants of the village of Geniko in Asia Minor (ekdothrion
gramma para twn olwn epoikwn tou cwriou Genikou) all the villagers granted to
the monastery of the Virgin Lemviotissa, located between Smyrna and Nymphaion,
the “abandoned monastery of the all-holy Virgin of Amanariotissa situated in their
village” (ent V cwrv hmwn diakeimenhn kai hporhmenhn monhnt hj uperagiaj
qeotokou thj Amanariwtisshj) as well as its metochion, a small monastic settle-
ment of poor quality dedicated to Saint Marina.6 It is evident that the monastery of
Amanariotissa belonged to the entire village, which had the right to legally manage
and dispose of it.
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Fig.2 .Dolgaec, church of the Prophet Elias, dedicatory inscription (1454/55)
(after G. Suboti}, Ohridska slikarska {kola XV veka, Beograd 1980, drawing 30)
5 On the number of households of a Late Byzantine village, A. P. Kazdan, Agrarnye otosenija
Vizantii XIII–XV vv., Moscow 1952, 56–58. A. Laiou-Thomadakis, Peasant Society in the Late
Byzantine Empire. A Social and Demographic Study, Princeton, N.J. 1977, 42–44, and ead., H agrotikh
koinwnias t h nusterh buzantinh epoch, translated by A. Kasdagli, Athens 1987, 61–66. Ead., The
Byzantine Village (5th —1 4 th century), edd. Lefort, Morrisson et Sodini, Les villages, op. cit., 44–45. D.
Kyritsese tK . Smyrlis, Les villages du littoral egeen de l’ Asie Mineure au Moyen Age, ibid., 447.
6 Fr. Miklosich — J. Muller, Acta et diplomata Graeca medii aevi sacra et profana, vol. IV, Vi-
enna 1871, 265–266, no. CLXIX. The document is signed by 15 villagers. For other 13th-century docu-
ments where an entire village acting as a unit is involved in judicial disputes, ibid., IV, 34–41, 278–282,
VI, 153–156, 212–214. Laiou-Thomadakis, Peasant Society, 62.In most of the cases of collective patronage of entire villages only the most im-
portant or wealthiest residents of the village are mentioned by name and the rest of
the peasants follow anonymously. The initiative to found a church is taken by cler-
ics, monks or eminent laypeople, sometimes jointly, followed by the remaining vil-
lagers. This is the usual pattern of collective patronage, many examples of which can
be found mainly in churches of Venetian Crete of the 14th and 15th centuries but also
in other provinces, whether Byzantine or Latin-held, and even in the case of book
commissions.7
In this brief study I will note only those church examples with dedicatory in-
scriptions mentioning an entire village collectively and succinctly, without distin-
guishing certain donors by name, such as the case of Sveti Stefan Pancir and
Dolgaec, discussed above.
According to the dedicatory inscription, the church of the Virgin (nowadays of
the Archangel Michael) at Doraki Monophatsiou in the prefecture of Irakleion in
Crete was renovated and decorated in 1321 with the involvement of the entire village
“through the contribution and labor and great expense of the village of Doraki” (dia
sindromhj kai kopou kai ‰exŠodou polou cwriou tou Dorakuou)8 (Fig.3 ) .About
a half century later, in 1372/3, at Kitiros Selinou in the prefecture of Chania in Crete
the dedicatory inscription of the church of Saint Paraskeve mentions that the Chris-
tians of the tourma of Kitiros contributed to the erection and painting of the church
(dia sundrwmhjk a i kopou kai exw‰dou twŠn crhsthanwnt hjt o u r m a jt h j
Kitur‰ouŠ) (Fig.4 ) .Next, seven to eight villages are listed which belonged to the
administrative region of the tourma.9
The distinction into small and great villagers, as in the inscriptions of the
churches of Dolgaec and Lesko(v)ec, is also found in the dedicatory inscription of
the church of Saint Paraskeve at Vitsa (formerly Vezitsa), near Monodendri in the
mountainous region of Zagori in Epirus. The church was erected and painted in
1413/14 through the expenditure of the Voevoda Michael Therianos and “of all the
Vezitsian beneficiaries, donors small and greater”( pantwn olwn twn Bezhtzhnwn,
klhronomwn kthtorwn mhkrwn t(e) k(ai)m h z wnwn).10 In approximately the mid
13th century another inscription found at Megali Kastania in the Messenian Mani
makes a distinction of the population of the village mentioning that the church of
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7 The different patterns of collective patronage in the Late Byzantine village are the object of
extended research, which will be published in a forthcoming study.
8 G. Gerola, Monumenti Veneti dell’ isola di Creta, vol. IV, Venezia 1932, 571–572, no. 15.
9 Ibid., IV, 435–436, no.7 .
10 P. Vokotopoulos, Archaiologikon Deltion 21 (1966) Chronika B2, 299–305, esp. 304–305, pl.
310a. L. Polites, H kthtorikh epigrafh thj Monhj Agiaj Paraskeuhj Bitsaj kai h cronologia
thj, Hellenika 20 (1967) 421–426, pl. 17. L. Vranousis, Peri tou mesaiwnikou kastrou twn
Iwanninwn, Xaristhrion eij Anastasion K. Orlandon, vol. IV, Athens 1967/68, 512. On the frescoes
of the church, see M. Acheimastou-Potamianou, Oit o i c o g r a f iej thj monhjt o uBikou sto Monodentri
thj Hpeirou, Ogdoo Sumposio Buzantinhjk a iMetabuzantinhj Arcaiologiaj kai Tecnhj,
Perilhyeij anakoinwsewn, Athens 1988, 29–30.Saint John the Forerunner was built and painted with the contribution of the
“prokritoi and the common people”( prokriton ke tou khnou laou).11
Social differentiation of village inhabitants, based on property, age, and general
prestige, is often found in documents of the late Byzantine period, as Angeliki Laiou
has noted.12 Thus, in 13th-century documents from Asia Minor the kreittonej (the
best),13 the oikodespotai (householders),14 the kreittonej oikodespotai (the best
householders)15 are referred to mainly in matters regarding solving discrepancies be-
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Fig.3 .Crete, Doraki Monophatsiou, church of the Virgin, dedicatory inscription (1321)
(after G. Gerola, Monumenti Veneti dell’ isola di Creta, IV, Venice 1932, p. 572)
11 Ph. Drosoyianni, Scolia stij toicografiej thj ekklhsiaj tou Agiou Iwannou tou
Prodromou sth Megalh Kastania Manhj, Athens 1982, 5, 196–199, 216–224, pls. II, VII. V. Djuri} —
A. Tsitouridou, Namentragende Inschriften auf Fresken und Mosaiken auf der Balkanhalbinsel vom 7. bis
zum 13. Jahrhundert, edd. J. Ferluga et al., Glossar zur fruhchristichen Geschichte im ostlichen Europa,
Beiheft Nr.4 ,Stuttgart 1986, 82, no. 87. Kalopissi-Verti, Dedicatory Inscriptions, 65–66, no. 17, fig. 29.
12 Laiou-Thomadakis, Peasant Society, 63. Ead., H agrotikh koinwnia, 90. Ead., The Byzantine
Village,4 7 .Cf. Kyritses et Smyrlis, Les villages, 445–446.
13 Miklosich — Muller, IV, 81 (1251).
14 Ibid., IV, 81, 83 (1251), 187, 189 (1228), VI, 153 (beginning of 13th c.).
15 Ibid., IV, 82 (1251).tween peasants and landowners or monasteries. In a document of the monastery of
Zographou on Mt. Athos of the year 1267 “the best from the village of Ierissos”( oi
apo thjt o u Ierissou cwraj kreittonej) are called as witnesses in a property dis-
pute between the Lavra and Zographou monasteries.16 Furthermore, in a document of
sale of 1271 to the monastery of Saint John the Forerunner of Nea Petra in Thessaly it
is clearly stated that the best inhabitants of the village of Dryanouvaina include priests,
monks and laypeople.17 In other instances the eminent villagers are characterized as
“elders”, “first of the elders” or “peacemaking elders” (gerontej, prwtogeroi,
eirhnopoioi gerontej),18 who function as witnesses, solve problems or represent the
village in disputes with the state, landowners or monasteries.
The collective patronage of entire villages is also common during the early
centuries of Ottoman hegemony in Serbia and in the southern part of the Balkans in
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Fig.4 .Crete, Kitiros Selinou, church of St. Paraskevi (1372/73) (after G. Gerola,
Monumenti Veneti dell’ isola di Creta, IV, Venice 1932, p. 435)
16 W. Regel, E. Kurtz et B. Korablev, Actes de Zographou, Vizantiskij vremennik 13 (1907) Ap-
pendix, 20 (1267).
17 Miklosich — Muller, IV, 398 (1271) sunhlqomen… enwpion kai twnk r e i t t onwn olwn
epoikwn thj Druanoubainhj, ierwmenwn te, monazontwn kai laikwn.
18 For examples, see Laiou-Thomadakis, Peasant Society, 63, n. 93. Ead., H agrotikh koinwnia,
90–91. Ead., The Byzantine Village,4 7 .Kyritses et Smyrlis, Les villages, 445. Cf. A. Bryer, Rural Soci-
ety in the Empire of Trebizond, Arceion Pontou 28 (1966) 158.general. There are numerous examples of the collective patronage of villages taken
under the initiative of priests, monks or eponymous laypeople and in which every
villager participates.19 Sreten Petkovi} has noted characteristic examples, such as the
church of Saint Paraskeve at Pobu`je near Skopje, which was renovated in 1500
through the funds of the whole village.20 Analogous is the case of the church at
[trpci near Prizren, the renovation of which in 1577 is also due to the collective pa-
tronage of the inhabitants of the village.21 This practice continued during the 17th
century as well. A typical example is the church of Saint Nicholas at Vitsa in the re-
gion of Zagori, which was built and decorated in 1618/19 by one of the painters origi-
nating from Linotopi, a village close to Kastoria,“ through contributions, funds, la-
bor and expenses of all (the inhabitants) of the village Vezi (= Vitsa)” (dha
shndromhjd a p anhj, kopou tai k(ai) exodou de olonon gegonen. corajB e z h ) .22
To sum up, in the countryside during the late Byzantine period and the early
centuries of Ottoman rule, in addition to the individual patronage of ecclesiastical
and lay dignitaries as well as to patronage based on the cooperation of eminent indi-
viduals from the clerical or monastic ranks or from the lay class, there was the col-
lective patronage of villagers. Gojko Suboti} brought to light such examples from
the 15th century in the Ohrid region. These examples of the joint patronage of vil-
lages illustrate the structures of agrarian society, collectivism, economical collabora-
tion, and the social coherence of peasants. The small dimensions of the churches that
were erected and decorated, the mediocre quality of their painted decoration as well
as the very limited quantity of land and tree donations, as occasionally mentioned in
dedicatory inscriptions, testify to the degree of modesty of the economic resources of
peasants. Despite general poverty, the members of the community join their re-
sources, offering their savings toward the erection of small parish churches, which
serve their religious needs and constitute the focal point of their social lives.
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19 V. Petkovi}, Zapisi i natpisi u starim crkvama srpkim, Starinar, IV ser., 10–11 (1935–1936)
37–46, passim. S. Petkovi}, Zidno slikarstvo na podru~ju Pe}ke patrijar{ije 1557–1614, Novi Sad 1965,
164 (St. Nicholas at [i{evo, 1565), 165–166 (St. Nicholas at Dubo~ica, 1565), 176–177, (St. Nichalas at
Novaci, 1576/77), 190–191 (Pobuzki monastery in Skopje, 1593) etc.) For an overview of the patterns of
patronage prevailing in Serbia during the late 15th and the 16th centuries, see S. Petkovi}, Art and Patronage
in Serbia during the Early Period of Ottoman Rule (1450–1600), ByzF 16 (1991) 401–414. Cf. M. [uput,
Srpska arhitektura u doba turske vlasti 1459–1690, Beograd 1984, 39–40. I warmly thank my friend and
colleague professor Marica [uput for drawing to my attention examples of collective patronage in Serbia. I
also wish to thank my student Teuta Be{evi} for her help with the translation of Serbian texts.
20 S. Petkovi}, Art and patronage op. cit., 403.
21 Ibid., 403.
22 A. Tourta, Oin a o i tou Agiou Nikolaou sth Bitsa kai tou Agiou Mhna sto Monodendri,
Athens 1991, 29–30, pl.2 7 a.Sofija Kalopisi-Verti
CRKVE KAO SEOSKE SKUPNE ZADU@BINE (13–16. VEK)
KRATKA BELE[KA
U temeqnoj kwizi Gojka Suboti}a Ohridska slikarska {kola XV veka (Beo-
grad 1980), gde je uva`eni autor sakupio sve podatke i uverqivo analizirao
ikonografiju i tehniku izrade pisanih ukrasa velikog broja crkava, pokazuju-
}i razvitak umetnosti u oblasti Ohrida tokom 15. veka, izdat je i izvestan
broj ktitorskih natpisa koji svedo~e o skupnim zadu`binama ~itavih sela. Ka-
rakteristi~ni primeri su pe}inska crkva Sv. Stefana Pancira blizu sela Go-
rica, koja je bila ukra{ena o tro{ku velikog grada (tj. Ohrida) i triju sela
(1450–1460), crkva Sv. Proroka Ilije u Dolgaecu, koja je podignuta i `ivopi-
sana o tro{ku bogatih i siroma{nih `iteqa sela (1454/55) i crkva Hristovog
Vaznesewa u Leskoecu (1461/62), dar bogatih i siroma{nih seoskih doma}ina.
Primeri kolektivnog darivawa, kako svedo~e ktitorski natpisi, postoje
tokom kasnovizantijske epohe u Vizantiji i wenim oblastima pod vla{}u La-
tina i Mle~ana. Istra`ivawe se koncentri{e na one primere u kojima je izve-
sno kolektivno u~e{}e ~itavog sela kao jedinstvenog ~inioca, bez navo|ewa
pojedina~nih li~nosti, kao {to se de{ava na Kritu crkve Arhan|ela Mihaila
i Svete Petke-Paraskeve).
Sprovedena je tako|e kratka analiza dru{tvenog statusa seoskih `iteqa,
dobro stoje}ih i siroma{nih, kao i analiza wihovog odgovaraju}eg razlikova-
wa na ktitorskim natpisima, kao u Sv. Petki u Vici (Epir, 1413/14), i u sa~u-
vanim dokumentima 13. veka.
Skupni seoski darovi, poznati i u Srbiji 15. i 16. veka, svedo~e o struktu-
ri poqoprivrednih naseqa, wihovom zajedni{tvu, ekonomskoj saradwi i dru-
{tvenoj povezanosti seqaka. Male razmere hramova koji se podi`u i ukra{ava-
ju, osredwi kvalitet `ivopisa i vrlo ograni~ena koli~ina darova u zemqi i
drve}u, koji se ponekad navode na natpisima, svedo~e o skromnim ekonomskim
mogu}nostima seoskih `iteqa.
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